Use of birth defects monitoring programs for assessing the effects of maternal substance abuse on pregnancy outcomes.
We have attempted to demonstrate that birth defects surveillance systems are a unique adjunct to clinical research data on maternal exposures, including substances of abuse. Surveillance system data reflect the experiences of the populations from which they are drawn and the characteristics of the people in those populations. Sensitive systems may reveal trends in health status and changes in behavioral, cultural, social, or environmental exposures. They can be used to monitor changing trends, to identify clusters for investigation, to generate and test hypotheses, and to conduct epidemiological studies. For researchers to interpret data derived from surveillance systems appropriately and wisely, they need a thorough knowledge of the data sources, the data-collection procedures, and the intent of the surveillance systems. Researchers using surveillance data should have a thorough understanding of the quality of their data and the methodologic subtleties that bear on its interpretation; researchers reviewing scientific literature based on surveillance data should be aware of the strengths and limitations inherent in the data.